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The principle of renewable energy for a near bankrupt and developing country like Nepal is well 
accepted, but its success in filling the needs and aspirations of the development workers and the 
country is low.  The reasons for this include culture, poverty, language, lack of land titles, ancient 
rights, inadequate education, civil war, civil strife, hunger, greed, business practices, retaliation, 
infrastructure, bureaucracy and corruption. 
Examples of how these effects operate are given, together with some possible short term solutions.  
Possible long term solutions are discussed and the likely ramifications on the society as a whole.  
Trigger factors are identified which may effect a complete collapse of the intended outcomes, whether 
via the collapse of the projects, or collapse of the complete society.  Given a complete collapse of the 




Figure 1 Coming in by air to Kathmandu. 
A basis for development is for a nation 
to have the energy to proceed with the 
development.  In Nepal, gas and liquid 
fuels are imported from India and 
wood is sourced locally.  Nepal has 
little coal, but large amounts of water, 
solar energy and in some areas, wind.  
For 40 years, efforts have been put 
into making hydro power systems, and 
more lately solar systems and wind 
power.  Yet, most people do not have 
electricity and those that do, have to 
pay highly for it at often close to 
European rates.  The electricity system 
is unreliable with many blackouts, 
voltage sags and brown outs per 
week.  Fuel and gas often runs out and 
many forests have been severely 
denuded for fuel and fodder. 
 
Examples of failed, failing or 
staggering renewable energy systems 
include the following. 
 
A poorly working, French built, 
centralised solar electric system, was 
vandalised by locals irate at having 
their electrical supply reduced to a few 
hours of per day.  This made it 
uneconomic to repair, and any 
repaired units may have been stolen 
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for use in jungle terrorist camps. 
 
In another incident, a large hydro system was visited at night by several hundred maoists who asked 
the handful of security guards to leave.  They left and the hydro system was severely damaged 
(Kathmandu Times, 2003). 
 
A government subsidised 
microhydro unit for a village was 
destroyed by maoists. 
 
 
Equipment being transported to a 
large hydro scheme was burnt on 
the first trip, and it is understood 
that the replacement was burnt 
again on the second attempt.  
Then no insurance was available 
to try again (Aiten, private 
conversation, 2003/2004). 
 
Attempts to introduce battery 
electric microbusses into the 
southern towns of Nepal have 
failed on at least 3 occasions 
significantly due to huge 
opposition from cycle rickshaw 
drivers (Pandey, 2005). 
 
Quotes by one company involved 
in large renewable energy projects 
were often too high (unreasonably 
high) to be competitive (perhaps compared to international/Indian companies) due to mistakes in the 
official local civil engineering costings reference book. (Aiten, 2005) 
Figure 2  Simikhot 50kW photovoltaic array from 1989.  No 
maintenance was possible and power was reduced to a low 
power of 2 hours per day.  Frustrations developed locally 
and in 2003, a bomb destroyed some of it and later further 
vandalsim damaged more.  
 
An independently financed and successful university renewable energy research group was closed by 
the university, understood to be due to disruption of the existing social order. 
 
With a microhydro product, if the incandescent bulbs were changed to compact fluorescents, the 
voltage regulation did not function any more. This related to a complete lack of basic technical 
capability in the company. 
 
An attempt was made to erect a wind turbine on private land, but the oppostion from a distant resident 
of the same village was too fierce to overcome. 
 
The chief district officer simply expelled some development workers from a region on a week’s notice 
for unknown reasons (Butwal, 2003). 
 
A small hydro system was completed, but at least one years, possibly several years, later, the 
disagreements between the local people had prevented the hydro system from ever being run 
(Lamichhane). 
 
Like many projects, many (perhaps almost all) renewable energy projects in Nepal are destined to fail, 
and those that continue are usually supported by massive foreign investment in money and personnel, 
in a way that is in no manner sustainable (Kernot, 2006, p294).  This is not necessarily wrong, as it 
does help many local individuals, but rather, it is not the intention. 
 
All the above problems relate to two sources –  technical and people, with people being usually the 
deciding factor.  
 
The society in Nepal is still predominantly based on a fuedal system where one’s rights are principally 
determined by one’s birth.  This has derived in part from the caste system in the Hindu and possibly 
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Budhist religions (Sarma, p106).  The caste system was implemented by various kings of Nepal 
(Pradhan p5, Gyawali p222) in order to control the population. 
 
Figure 3  One of 18 trucks set on fire near Hetauda for travelling during a ban on transport.  
Insuring loads and trucks becomes difficult.  (Nepali Times 24 Dec 2004) 
 
One of the consequences is that one’s position is more important than achievement, especially 
achievement by a significantly lower caste person.  In general it seems that the most important factor 
is not to disturb the status quo – that is, if the lowers are to be lifted up towards the higher people, then 
the higher people need to be lifted up as well, so that the higher up will not take offence and stop the 
project. 
 
The civil war is one in which 
renewable energy projects will 
be deliberately targetted for 
political aims and destroyed by 
bombing or vandalism.  This 
combined with the fatalistic 
concept that disadvantaged 
people are the result of their 
poor attitudes in their previous 
lives, breeds a type of uncaring 
society which develops anger, 
easily harnessed by any group 
that offers hope.   
 
There are the government 
officials, who often do not seem 
to have any interest in the 
development of the country, 
perhaps because they have no 
direct experience of the 
country’s problems or may be 
obstructive for reasons of self 
preservation – because any 
innovation that may disturb the 
social order, or may fail, may 
risk their position. 
Figure 4  His Majesty King Gyanendra, Her Majesty Queen 
Komal, Crown Prince Paras and Crown Princess Himani at a 
military function.  
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The result is a level of hopelessness and despondency, not only among the residents of Nepal, but 
also those humanitarian workers who endeavour to effect the changes, which has caused a loss of 
self esteem of the nation (Kernot, p294). 
 
2. IMPENDING PROBLEMS 
 
From the point of view of an outsider to the 
Indian subcontinent, it is very difficult to see the 
advent of problems.  It is not only the language, 
but also the culture.  A well known aspect of the 
general culture is that of indirectness and only 
saying what the listener is likely to want to hear.  
Hence there may be no outward signs to the 
foreign development worker of any trouble.  It 
may come as a complete shock.  Almost all 
renewable energy development issues in Nepal 
are fundamentally issues relating to people and 
culture.  This can be reduced by spending 
several years learning the language, culture and 
sub culture, but even then, one is still an 
outsider, unable to understand enough. 
 
Some common problems and their warning signs 
are given in two tables below.  The first table 
deals with civil issues and the second deals with 




 Figure 5  Most homes have no energy other 
than firewood and their faces, clothes lungs 





Table 1. Civil issues and their signs. 
 
Symptom Sign of Impending Problems Comment 
Project fails technically. Not enough locals who fully understand all 
the technicalities. 
Given a very different educational and cultural 
background, 3 months of training may take several 
years.  The person who is well trained may be 
offered a better paying job elsewhere. 
The project runs into 
irreconcilable differences 
within the community. 
Some of the people at the first meeting did 
not attend the second meeting, or any 
thereafter. 
The process is more consensual rather than 
democratic or based on land ownership, so if 
someone is absent, it may not be able to proceed. 
The chief district officer (CDO) 
(appointed by the government) 
summarily expels the foreign 
aid worker from the district to 
the severe detriment of the 
project. 
No annual official occasion related to the 
project at which the CDO plays an 
important part as a guest of honour. 
Need to share the glory around on the basis of 
influence. 
Unfounded rumours circulate, 
especially of cultural 
insensitivity. 
It has been necessary to discipline, or 
refuse some favour, to one or more actual 
or potential coworkers or subcontractors. 
In the organisation there may be great hopes for 
certain staff, which are likely to be disappointed. 
When the project is having 
difficulty running successfully, 
vandalism starts occuring. 
People getting very upset and angry over 
the project failing to deliver their 
expectations. 
 
Many minor breakages and 
vandalism by children. 
The children have no toys. Eg. light switches moved to destruction via multiple 
switchings, no obvious targets for stone throwing - 
especially ones that make a good sound when they 
hit  (eg glass on solar water heaters). 
All supplies cut off, food 
running short, with risk of need 
to abandon the project. 
Food stocks low, with only one transport 
route for food, limited fuel supplies.  
Government fuel corporation having 
difficulty paying bills for fuel. 
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Table 2. Conflict issues and their signs. 
 
Symptom Sign of Impending Problems Comment 
Renewable energy units stolen 
by civil war guerilla groups or 
bandits. 
Remote location known to 
contain guerilla groups and 
bandits. 
Easily transportable and accessible units not belonging to an 
individual in remote areas. 
Staff kidnapped to assemble 
and commission stolen solar 
power systems. 
Solar power systems stolen.  Technically uneducated guerilla groups and bandits able to roam 
freely and have secret bases in the jungle or mountains. 
Project at risk of being 
destroyed (eg. by bombs). 
Project is associated closely 
with one side. Project is in the 
line of fire of a military attack 
on the stronghold of one side. 
Project is remote from security forces of the sponsor side.   
Staff at risk of enforced 
conscription to guerilla groups. 
Guerilla groups losing popular 
support, and losing personnel 
in battles. 
Ordinary guerilla membership drives are unsuccessful.  
Determined guerilla group leaders. 
Complete destruction. One side feeling very 
vulnerable, unable to have any 
control of an area, under 
constant harrassment and 
attack.  
Destruction of any facility which could offer succour or prestige to 
the other side. 
Complete abandonment of 




education for children in 
education camps, crippling 
extortion. 
 
Area out of bounds. Increasing tension and lack of 
clear control in the area.   






Figure 6  Transport is difficult and fear is always present.   Nepali Times 3 Dec 2004. 
3.0 PERSONNEL MANAGEMENT IN A DIFFICULT ENVIRONMENT 
In difficult environments, the personnel are under stress and therefore are likely to perform less well 
than anticipated.  Quite often, due to either culture or the sensitive nature of the stress, many staff 
members will say nothing to the project manager.  In part it will be due to the fear that by admitting 
issues, they will lose their job, as someone without the issues would be able to function better.  Direct 
questioning may result in many fanciful explanations, by a person who is ordinarily honest.  This is 
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also to save face.  It is then necessary to discuss the issues with other colleagues and friends of the 
affected staff member to find the truth.  Group discussions are often useful in presenting a problem 
and getting solutions. 
 
Such group discussions need to be a regular and 
frequent process – to build trust and confidence, 
and to find out what is really happening – and then 
to work out how to handle things.  There is no 
social security, there are no sickness pensions, no 
stress leave, and jobs are hard to come by.  
Therefore, for the staff’s own benefit, a solution has 
to be found, or else they could be destitute.  Often 
one income supports up to 15 or more people of an 
extended family – including educating the children 
and nephews and nieces.  It may require a change 
of job specification to allow someone who cannot 
concentrate anymore, to work. 
 
Figure 7  Difficult social disruption of a 
transport or general strike.  Passengers 
walking to the airport during a strike. 
Kantipur 2005-01-18.  
 
The presence of general strikes and curfews 
leading to shortages, total absence of transport, 
may require extra facilities at work.  For example, 
the provision of sleeping and cooking facilities at 
work may be needed. 
 
For those staff under a death threat, it is necessary 
to assist them to relocate, and then to reallocate 
work to them that they can do in their new location. 
4 PERSONNEL TRAINING ISSUES 
In addition to the above project operational issues, personnel training issues can have a significant 
impact.  Training personnel is often a slow process since it involves not only the technical content but 
also the philosophy of operation, maintenance and work ethic surrounding the renewable energy 
project.  The local concept of training may also be quite different from the expectations of a foreign 
renewable energy project manager.  For example, to become an electrician or plumber in Nepal is 
usually a  3 week course. 
 
In a feudal society with fatalistic religious beliefs, there is often a commendable sense of acceptance 
of difficulties, but not always a belief that things should be different and could be set to right.   
 
The head of a university department was asked why his staff did not take any responsibility.  After 
some moments thought, he replied that he thought it was due to the reasons of  fatalism  and lack of 
practice.  He thought that the fatalism related to the religious beliefs that if things went wrong, it was 
due to the actions of some god, rather than a consequence of their own actions (also Kernot, p305).  
The other aspect was that in the extended family households, the oldest person made all the decisions 
– who to marry, what to study and total management of the entire family’s income.  Even adult children 
are expected to give all their income to the household head.  He concluded that this does not give 
people the experience of taking responsibility. 
 
At this particular department, it was the practice, at times, to demonstrate non working equipment to 
students with an explanation of how it would have behaved if it worked.  Very rarely was any attempt 
made to repair equipment. 
 
However, if someone with the right attitude is well trained, they are rare and very much sought after by 
foreign aid agencies, and are often eligible for scholarships to study overseas.  Hence the project 
often loses its best staff quite rapidly. 
 
This trained staff loss has to be taken into account when building up the project.  More staff than 
needed must be trained, and offered incentives to stay.  This may be career progression or a bonus at  
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Figure 8  For some, amid the grief, the trauma and the memories, carrying out a job is hard.  Nepali 
Times, 13-19 Aug 2004. 
 
the end of some fixed period, or education for the children etc.  
Although there are no known studies in this area, retention for over 2-3 
years of well trained people, may be as low as 20%. 
  
 
In terms of a 10-20 year plan, typically the project may be sustainable 
with local finance over that period, but could not provide the funds for 
development workers (foreign or local) to implement the rest of the 
programmes (education, career progression etc). 
5. PRACTICAL RESPONSES 
Technical issues can be solved with the right expertise and enough 
money.  In a sense, the same can be said for personnel issues, but the 
same predictable logic processes do not apply. 
 
In a country that is rife with corruption, progress is often only possible 
by the patronage of people with power.  This patronage often has to be 
bought.  It can be bought in cash, goods, kudos, hospitality, or 
sometimes embarrassment.  This needs to be planned for at the 
beginning.  From an ethical perspective, hospitality is often preferred, 
nd then the projects become in some sense joint.  Due to the amount 
f time that hospitality takes, it may well be advisable to have a project 
irector whose job is the smoothing of the way and a project manager 





Figure 9  Nepali Times, 
#209 13-19 August 2004.  
The confusion and 
uncertainty consumes 
lots of time and energy. 
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Figure 10  Trained researchers and designers, but now, 9 of these are outside of Nepal 
studying, and the 10th hoping to do so soon.  Hopefully some will return to Nepal.  
 
The most important aspect of the renewable energy projects in Nepal is of personal relationships to 
people one works with and the people with influence.  This can take an inordinate amount of time, 
perhaps on average 20-30% of the ordinary working day.  It is necessary to identify the people of 
influence and cultivate a friendship with them.  These are not necessarily people with direct links to the 
project, but other community leaders also.  This can involve discussions with people on both sides of a 
political conflict, yet either side may become lethally violent if they know about discussions with the 
other.  It has to be handled with great tact and diplomacy. 
 
If it is possible to work with a well connected local who has a good understanding of foreign ways, it is 
very beneficial.  Even then, the culture encourages indirectness, so that significant information is often 
hinted at, rather than stated.  The situation is that generally, a foreign development worker cannot 
guess at what the problems will be.  Therefore, the exercise often ends as one of damage control.   
 
As an example, the electrician at a university would not put a power point in, despite being asked to by 
quite high officials.  The reason was that the power point had been purchased directly, rather than 
ordering it through the university, by which he would receive a commission.  The items were bought 
directly because the quality required could be obtained far cheaper than by the university.  That 
university electrician never did any work associated with electrifying those university rooms.  Yet for an 
electrician earning less than $100 per month, is that so unreasonable?  It would require coordination 
with the electrician to get a reasonable price, which gives him sufficient commission too. 
 
Whatever personnel problems there are, the civil unrest magnifies it many times.  Therefore, there 
needs always to be trained more personnel that strictly needed, with incentives to stay long enough.  
In the case of significant civil unrest, the personnel are likely to leave and the project may be 
damaged.  The project may remain operating unattended until it breaks down.  The considerations 
include whether to leave the system operating, mothball it (a non working sytsem attracts less 
attention?), hide it, move it to a new site, or abandon it and start again somewhere else.  Discussion in 
advance with the personnel would be required as they will have the best local knowledge. 
 
If due to civil disruption, the personnel have to be moved, it is important to decide which is more 
important - the project, or, the knowledge and training?  Sometimes it is the latter - and then it may be 
important to bring a project to where the key personnel are to keep their knowledge alive and 
developing, until it can move back to the original area.  Otherwise, if that knowledge dies, everything 
has to start again. 
 
In the case of risks of project destruction, it may be possible to deflect the destruction by changing the 
project ownership – perhaps to individuals, or to a village who may have enough influence over the 
prospective vandals.  Perhaps the presence of foreigners is the aggravation.  Moving the foreigners 
away may assist, but it may also require an extensive training programme somewhere safe to train the 
locals adequately to carry out the project on their own.  This may require a second project to be built in 
a safe area to be used for effective training.  The budget implications for this are significant – both in 
terms of capital cost and also housing and transporting the personnel.  In the worst case, it may be 
necessary to abandon the project and start again somewhere else with the staff.  If the trained staff 
are not employed, then they will leave and when the situation becomes peaceful, the project cannot 
start again, as now there are no trained staff available. 
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In times of tensions 
which are likely to be 
temporary, it can be 
enough to move staff to 
a more secure location.  
In one example, the staff 
and the project moved to 
a private home, as 
although there were 
enforced bans on 
businesses operating 
(enforced by bombs on 
the premises that 
disobey), one could do 
things in one’s own 
home, provided it looked 
like a home.  One 
business set up blackout 
curtains so that reduced 
operations could 
continue quietly.  During 
such tensions there is 
often likely to be a curfew.  During a curfew, whichever side called it assumes the right to shoot at will 
at any one moving around.  Hence if work needs to go late, it is necessary to provide sleeping and 
cooking facilities at work.  Blankets may also be needed. 
 
Figure 11  Drinking tea - a necessity for effective working.  
 
When there has been enforced school strikes, schools have considered holding their exams in large 
hotels and conducting classes via radio into student’s homes.  In the most serious cases of disruption, 
meetings between staff are sometimes held in neighbouring countries. 
 
With the threats and enforced strikes, it is necessary to determine their origin and genuineness.  
Based on this information, a suitable response can be made – to ignore, to follow, or to compromise in 




Figure 12  Partially hidden pico hydro for a local lodge.  The penstock 
is the black pvc pipe.  
Plan to succeed, 
prepare to rescue a 
failure, and budget for 
both.  Leave a mental 
footprint of how things 
could have been to 
prepare the way for 
future attempts.  
Remember the project 
and the work is part of 
a grander plan to give 
people self respect, 
dignity and self 
determination and 
there may need to be 
nine failures setting the 
vision, so that the tenth 
may succeed. 
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Figure 13  Children making gravel by hand deserve a better future. 
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